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CHAPTER 5. Environmental Assessments

5.1 Environmental Assessment
5.1.1 An Environmental Assessment (EA) can be viewed as an intermediate level of NEPA documentation (see Figure 3-1).
In terms of the level of analysis and complexity of documentation, an EA is approximately midway between a CatEx and an
EIS. As stated in NASA NEPA regulations (40 CFR §1216.305), an EA is used when the proposed activity or action does
not qualify as a CatEx or normally require an EIS (see section 3.7.1).

5.1.2 An EA is defined in Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations (40 CFR §1508.9(a)) as a concise public
document that performs the following functions: briefly provides sufficient evidence and analyses to determine if an EIS
needs to be prepared, aids an agency's compliance with NEPA when an EIS is not necessary, and facilitates preparation of
an EIS when necessary.

5.1.3 One of the principal functions of an EA is to evaluate the environmental effects of a proposed project and to determine
whether an EIS must be prepared. If the analyses in the EA support the conclusion that no significant environmental
impacts would occur, a FONSI is prepared and the action can proceed. If significant impacts may occur as a result of
implementing the action, a Notice of Intent (NOI) to prepare an EIS is prepared and preparation of the EIS begins. Thus, the
thrust of environmental analysis for an EA differs from that for an EIS. The evaluation in an EA presents information
sufficient to determine whether or not there may be significant impacts that merit more detailed study, analysis, and public
input. An EIS presents the results of the detailed study and analysis and attempts to rigorously measure and present the
nature and level of potential significance.

5.1.4 As a concise public document, at a minimum an EA must contain the following information and analyses (40 CFR
§1508.9(b)):

a. A brief discussion of the need for the proposed activity or action.

b. A brief discussion of reasonable alternatives to the proposed activity or action. It should be noted that Section 102(2)(E)
of NEPA requires alternatives (including the No-Action alternative) to be considered when the proposal involves unresolved
conflicts concerning alternative uses of available resources.

c. A brief discussion of the environmental impacts of the proposed activity or action, reasonable alternatives, and the
No-Action alternative. Impact mitigation measures are also discussed if appropriate.

d. A listing of agencies and persons consulted.

5.1.5 An EA should be written in plain language, avoiding technical jargon as much as possible. Appendices can be more
technical, but nevertheless should be understandable. Conclusory statements (e.g., significant numbers of fish will die. . .)
should be avoided unless supported by documented evidence. Moreover, less general categorical statements instead (e.g.,
500 to 1000 fish may expire due to. . .) should also be avoided. To the extent possible, use meaningful quantitative
measures in lieu of subjective language (e.g., large, small, and many).

5.1.6 An EA cannot be supplemented. If a change in the proposed action or anticipated environmental impacts of that
action is small, a revised/modified FONSI would be prepared. If the change is more substantial, a new EA should be prepared.

5.1.7 The recommended format and required content for NASA EA's are discussed further in section 5.3.

5.2 Specific NASA Actions Normally Requiring an EA
5.2.1 Specific NASA actions that normally require an EA include, but are not limited to the following:

a. Specific spacecraft development and flight projects in space science,

b. Specific spacecraft development and flight projects in space and terrestrial applications,
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c. Specific experimental projects in aeronautics and space technology and energy technology applications that may have a
substantial effect on the human environment,

d. Development and operation of new space transportation systems and advanced development of new space
transportation and spacecraft systems,

e. Reimbursable launches of non-NASA spacecraft or payloads,

f. Major Facility Construction and rehabilitation projects,

g. Actions to alter ongoing operations at NASA facilities that could lead, either directly or indirectly, to natural or physical
environmental effects, and

h. Disposal or acquisition of real property (may require an EA).

5.2.2 Specific NASA actions listed above may involve actions at facilities that are considered Nonexceptional (i.e., localized
environmental effects would be anticipated with only local public environmental controversy). For purposes of this NPR,
these types of EA's are termed Nonexceptional actions. See section 5.4 for more details.

5.2.3 While most EA's address local actions that are confined entirely within a Center or facility, occasionally an action
addressed by an EA may be exceptional. Exceptional actions (defined in section 5.5) are generally national in scope (i.e.,
multicentered with substantial environmental impacts at two or more NASA Centers, Component Facilities, or geographic
locations) and/or have the potential for national environmental controversy.

5.3 Recommended Format and Content of an EA
5.3.1 Format

5.3.1.1 All NASA EA's should contain a title page with the recommended elements noted in Figure 5-1. The title page
provides essential information: name of the Sponsoring Entity proposing the action, the specific NASA point of contact for
the EA, and a brief abstract of the EA.

5.3.1.2 The major chapters typically included in an EA are specified in Figure 5-2 and are discussed in section 5.3.2.

5.3.2 Contents of EA Chapters

5.3.2.1 Executive Summary

a. Although not specifically required by CEQ or NASA regulations, NASA EA's should normally contain an Executive
Summary. The Executive Summary is normally no more than 3 pages in length and contains brief synopses of the following
information: the underlying purpose and need of NASA action; description of the proposed activity or action; description of
each reasonable alternative addressed in the EA, including the No-Action alternative; summary of the principal
environmental issues assessed and the results; the extent of public and agency consultation used in preparing the EA; and
a summary of major mitigation commitments. No conclusory statements regarding preference for alternatives or the
applicability of a FONSI should be made.

b. The Executive Summary should be consistent with the information in the EA, address the entire document rather than just
one part, and emphasize the differences in environmental impacts of the alternatives.

5.3.2.2 Purpose and Need

a. This chapter sets the stage for assessing the alternative courses of action addressed in the EA (i.e., proposed action,
reasonable alternatives, and No-Action). It should define the purpose and need for NASA action, not for the proposed action
or the preferred alternative. The purpose and need is the problem or opportunity to which NASA is responding. This chapter
should also establish the basis for evaluating alternatives (i.e., what do the alternatives need to be capable of accomplishing).

b. An appropriate statement of purpose and need for a hypothetical example could be--NASA Center N needs to meet
stringent new wastewater effluent criteria for pollutants A, B, and C recently promulgated in EPA regulations under revisions
to the Clean Water Act. An inappropriate statement of purpose and need in this example would be --NASA needs to
construct a new centralized wastewater effluent treatment system capable of meeting revisions to the Clean Water Act for
pollutants A, B, and C.

Figure 5-1. Sample Title Page for an Environmental Assessment

ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT
FOR NAME OF ACTION, LOCATION
(e.g., CITY, COUNTY, AND STATE)

Lead Agency: NASA, State name of Sponsoring Entity;
name(s) of cooperating agency(s) if
appropriate
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Proposed Action: Succinct statement of proposed action

For Further Information: Name, title, address, and phone number of
NASA Point of Contact

Date: Date document is completed and available for
public inspection 

Abstract: Brief abstract of the EA, stating proposed
action, alternatives examined, and summary
of key information. Do not make any
conclusions regarding the advisability of a
FONSI or NOI. (The abstract can be printed
on a separate page after the title page, but it
should be brief-no more than one or two
paragraphs.) 

Figure 5-2. Typical Table of Contents for an Environmental Assessment

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

CHAPTER PAGE

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
TABLE OF CONTENTS 

1 DESCRIPTION OF PROPOSED ACTION AND
ALTERNATIVES
(Subsections as needed) 

2 DESCRIPTION OF PROPOSED ACTION AND
ALTERNATIVES
2.1 Proposed Action (Subheadings as needed)
2.2 Other Alternatives (Subheadings as needed)
2.3 No-Action (Subheadings as needed)

3 AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

4 ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES 
4.1 Proposed Action (Subheadings as needed)
4.2 Other Alternatives (Subheadings as needed)
4.3 No-Action (Subheadings as needed)

5 MITIGATION AND MONITORING
(Optional if needed)

6 AGENCIES AND PERSONS CONSULTED
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6 AGENCIES AND PERSONS CONSULTED
(Organize by Federal, State, and local agencies,
and members of the public)

7 REFERENCES

APPENDICES (if applicable)

5.3.2.3 Description of Proposed Action and Alternatives

a. This chapter should contain concise statements of the proposed action and reasonable alternatives (including No-Action).
Given the hypothetical statement of purpose and need provided in the previous section, the proposed action and
alternatives statements could take the following form--

b. NASA Center N proposes to collect/consolidate its wastewater effluent streams containing pollutants A, B, and C and to
construct a new centralized treatment facility at Site X capable of meeting revised Clean Water Act effluent standards for
those pollutants. 

c. Alternatives could take the following form:

(1) Alternative 1: NASA would expand and renovate each of its three existing wastewater treatment facilities to meet the
revised Clean Water Act effluent standards for pollutants A, B, and C.

(2) Alternative 2: NASA would construct three new wastewater treatment facilities, each capable of meeting the revised
Clean Water Act effluent standards for pollutants A, B, and C.

(3) Alternative 3: NASA would modify its existing processes to meet the revised effluent standards without modifying or
constructing wastewater treatment facilities.

(4) No-Action.

d. The proposed action should then be described in sufficient detail to allow key environmental issues and impacts to be
assessed and compared to those of the alternatives. Avoid too much or too fine a level of detail and too general and vague
a description. Save details for those areas of the proposal that have a bearing on important environmental issues that will
drive the decision whether or not an EIS is needed. Try to confine details to those elements that influence the magnitude of
the environmental impacts. In addition, too much irrelevant detail can limit future flexibility in implementing the chosen action.

e. Alternatives in NEPA documents were addressed generally in section 3.7.5. Alternatives considered in an EA should
focus on those relevant to the purpose and need. As with all alternatives evaluated in NEPA documents, the alternatives
considered in an EA should be reasonable (i.e., technically and economically feasible) and available within the timeframe of
the action (see section 3.7.5). Note potential alternatives reviewed but not considered further in the EA, either because the
alternatives could not accomplish the purpose and need or they had major environmental, technical, or economic concerns.
Concisely identify the reasons the alternatives were not considered further. Following the previous examples, two other
sites were considered as alternative locations: one would require construction within a wetland area for which no mitigation
was possible, and the other would entail permanent loss of critical habitat for resident endangered species.

f. The level of detail describing the alternatives does not have to parallel that of the proposed action, but it should be
sufficient to make comparisons with the environmental impacts of the proposed action. The same guidance applies to the
No-Action alternative. A No-Action alternative very often has environmental impacts. For new projects, no action can mean
doing nothing. For changes to ongoing activities, no-action can mean continuing with the present course of action. As with
the other alternatives, the description of the No-Action alternative should be detailed enough so its scope is clear and its
impacts can be compared with those of the proposed action and other alternatives.

g. Certain EA's (e.g., exceptional actions (see section 5.5)) may deal with proposed actions that could have greater potential
for substantial impact on the human environment or may have the potential for heightened technical controversy nationwide.
In cases such as these, a broader array of alternatives may need to be described, possibly in greater detail than normal.

5.3.2.4 Affected Environment

The description of the affected environment should be brief, focusing on those elements of the environment likely to be
affected by the proposed action and alternatives, including No-Action. The level of detail should be sufficient to provide the
base against which environmental impacts can be addressed. For example, if the proposed action and alternatives would
not impact groundwater resources, do not put time and detail into describing that aspect of the environment. If
environmentally sensitive or protected resources (e.g., historic sites or endangered species) could be impacted, address
them in this chapter of the EA. For more detailed information, refer readers to other available documentation (e.g., an
Environmental Resources Document or other existing NEPA documents).

5.3.2.5 Environmental Consequences

a. Because an EA deals principally with evaluating environmental impacts of the proposed action and making a decision
whether or not an EIS is required, the focus of this EA chapter is the proposed action. Impacts should be discussed in
proportion to their potential significance, clearly noting insignificant impacts and providing only enough information to
indicate why further analyses are not needed. Both direct and indirect impacts (see section 3.7.3) should be addressed.

b. For some EA's that address more complex actions (e.g., exceptional action EA's), it is also useful if this chapter contains
a summary comparison of the impacts of the proposed action and alternatives to help more sharply define differences for
the decisionmaker. A matrix of alternatives versus environmental category (e.g., see the range of environmental categories
listed in section 6.4.2) is often useful in making this comparison. To the extent possible, comparisons should be made in
quantitative rather than qualitative terms. 

c. This chapter should also address mitigation and monitoring measures that need to be employed to reduce the magnitude
or avoid the environmental impacts of the proposed action and alternatives. Mitigation is important. Mitigation can often
avoid a substantial impact or reduce the impact to an non-significant level, thus, preserving the ability to recommend a
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FONSI. Mitigation measures incorporated into the proposed action that support a FONSI become commitments on the part
of NASA; therefore, they must be reflected in the FONSI and implemented.

d. Cumulative impacts of the proposed action shall also be addressed to determine significance. The potential exists for a
proposed action that individually has nonsignificant impacts to result in significant impacts when combined with those of
other reasonably foreseeable actions occurring in the same area and at the same time.

e. The discussion of the impacts of alternatives should also focus on those with the potential to be substantial. This
discussion does not need to be at the same level of detail as the proposed action; however, it should be sufficient to enable
meaningful comparison with the proposed action.

f. If a proposed action has caused or is likely to generate environmental controversy, the impact analyses associated with
the proposed action and alternatives should be commensurably more detailed.

g. In rare cases, information needed to evaluate a key environmental issue in an EA will not be available or has not yet
evolved to a stage where it can be used. Instances such as these are subject to special treatment. See section 7.9 for a
discussion of incomplete and unavailable information.

h. For straightforward, uncomplicated EA's with only a few issues of potential environmental concern, combining the
Affected Environment chapter and the Environmental Impacts of Alternatives chapter may improve understanding while
promoting brevity. 

i. The last section of the consequences chapter shall include a brief discussion of permits, licenses and approvals required
to be obtained before implementation of the action.

5.3.2.6 Agencies and Persons Consulted

a. While preparing an EA, it may be advisable or necessary to consult with or seek comments from other Federal, State,
regional, and local agencies; organizations; or members of the public who could be affected by the proposed action, have
special expertise in an area of environmental concern, or have jurisdiction by law over all or parts of the proposed action.
Early involvement can avoid unpleasant surprises when an EA and/or FONSI is made available for public review and
comment. Indian tribes must be consulted if tribal lands would be affected. This chapter should list all agencies,
organizations, and individuals contacted and consulted during EA preparation. This consultation list does not include
entities within NASA or under contract to NASA with respect to the proposed action.

b. These contacts and consultations also become part of the administrative record. The administrative record should include
records documenting all such contacts and consultations throughout the EA preparation process. (See section 3.7.7 for
additional discussion pertinent to the administrative record.) Any agreements made during these consultations, alternatives
suggested, and environmental concerns voiced should be documented and tracked to ensure they are addressed within the
EA, or if they are not addressed, why not. Underlying documents or studies provided by agencies consulted that have a
bearing on decisions made, alternatives or impacts addressed, or compliance with other statutory requirements, must be
retained in the administrative record.

c. The extent of consultation and involvement in EA preparation should be consistent with the magnitude and complexity of
the proposed action and its potential environmental effects. The potential for controversy regarding environmental issues
would also be a factor in the extent and level of consultation.

d. In addition, a separate mailing list should be maintained for distributing the EA and/or the FONSI or NOI decision
document (see sections 5.4 and 5.5). It should contain all agencies and individuals consulted and their complete
addresses, as well as the names and addresses of other interested parties who have requested copies or who the
Sponsoring Entity feels would be interested in or should have access to the EA and/or FONSI.

5.3.2.7 References

a. All references cited in the EA must be listed (except classified references and otherwise restricted or proprietary
materials (see section 7.3)).

b. The Sponsoring Entity should be satisfied that the referenced documentation contains the most current and best
available information. Telephone or other oral communications are not valid references unless documented
contemporaneously or shortly thereafter and the written record is provided to the participants.

c. It is also recommended that the Sponsoring Entity ensure that a copy of each cited reference be in its possession (or the
possession of its NEPA contractor) or that it is available at a public repository.

d. CEQ regulations (40 CFR §1506.6(f)) require that underlying documents be made available to the public pursuant to the
provisions of the Freedom of Information Act (5 U.S.C. § 522). Underlying documentation refers to studies and analyses
prepared specifically in support of the NEPA document. It also includes interagency memoranda, where the memoranda
transmits comments of a Federal agency on the environmental impacts of a proposed action. It may also include other
official NEPA documents that are incorporated in whole or in part into the NEPA document being prepared. Underlying
documents do not include general references in the open literature that may be cited, such as textbooks or published
reports and analyses prepared for other purposes.

e. Care should be taken to avoid infringement of copyright laws. Copyrighted references should not be recopied and
distributed to the public; rather, sufficient information regarding the provenance of each copyrighted reference should be
provided to enable an interested person or organization to obtain the document from the publisher or a public repository.

f. Occasionally, concerned parties may request access to some or all of the references. By having all cited materials in its
possession, the Sponsoring Entity can reply promptly to such requests. Again, care should be taken to avoid infringement of
copyright laws.

5.3.2.8 Appendices

Appendices are generally unnecessary in an EA, largely because an EA is a concise document. However, should
appendices be necessary, they should contain information that supports the content of and the results presented in the EA
(e.g., the modeling conducted for assessing a potentially significant impact or an area of environmental concern).
Appendices are also appropriate for analyses prepared under other environmental review requirements (e.g., a biological
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assessment for an endangered species) and for written communications from other agencies, especially communications
that contain agency conclusions regarding potentially significant impacts and key environmental issues. 

5.3.3 Editorial Suggestions

a. The following recommendations reflect NASA policy and will improve the NEPA process. The preparers of an EA should--

(1) Write in plain language; a level the decisionmakers and the public can understand. Language should be non-judgmental
and objective.

(2) Use 12 point text font with the largest reasonable font size for tables and graphics.

(3) Use easy-to-follow graphics and tables to summarize data. Show correlation. Do not confuse the reader.

(4) Provide graphs that use the same axes and scales whenever possible.

(5) Use maps and drawings that show all features needed to understand the environmental issues. Avoid extraneous
information. Use directional arrows and scale indicators.

(6) Provide all measurements in metric units with British system equivalents in parentheses except when (a) there is a
regulatory standard that is only expressed in one system or (b) the numbers are in a table or figure where using both
systems would create too much clutter or confusion. (A list of common metric and British System equivalents can be found
in Appendix A of the NPR.)

(7) Determine early in the analytic process how numerical data will be reported (e.g., how many significant digits will be
used and how numbers will be rounded). Be sure all technical writers are using the determined convention.

(8) List all tables and figures in the Table of Contents.

(9) Provide an abbreviation and acronyms section if warranted. Provide a glossary of technical terms when specialized
meanings are used.

(10) Remember that an EA is a predecisional document. The EA should not contain the ultimate decision or a
determination that individual or cumulative impacts are or are not significant.

(11) Consider using appendices, if applicable. Appendices can contain more technical information than the main body of the
text.

(12) Avoid the use of terminology such as significant, not significant, or insignificant when applied to environmental impacts.
These determinations are reserved for the FONSI or a decision to prepare an EIS.

b. In addition to the editorial guidance provided above and in chapter 8, Appendix I of this NPR contains sample
environmental evaluation checklists presently used within NASA.

5.4 Nonexceptional Action EA's (Local)
a. Most EA's address actions that are confined entirely within a Center or Component Facility or are local in scope. For
EA's of this type, the preparation process will be almost entirely internal to the Sponsoring Entity in consultation with the
Environmental Management Office (EMO). As noted in Figure 5-3, there are three options for completing a Nonexceptional
action EA (the Figure assumes the EA will lead to a FONSI). Each step and the differences in the three paths are described
below.

b. Figure 5-3 notes the responsible parties within NASA, and where applicable, the length of time anticipated for review
cycles. The differences in the three paths lie largely in when and what version of the EA and/or FONSI (i.e., preliminary,
Draft, or Final) will be made available to the public. While the Sponsoring Entity is responsible for preparation of all EA's, the
EMO (if not the same as the Sponsoring Entity) will determine the path used to complete the NEPA process. NASA
Headquarters/Environmental Management Division (HQ/EMD) (and other NASA organizations, as appropriate) will be
provided the opportunity to review the EA and FONSI before release to the public.
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c. The great preponderance of spacecraft and payloads associated with space flight projects have little or no potential for
wide-scale environmental impacts. For such missions, virtually all of the potential wide-scale environmental impacts are
associated with the launch vehicle and are localized to the area surrounding the launch site. Consequently, an EA
addressing such a mission should be treated as Nonexceptional.

5.4.1 Preparatory Steps

a. When preparing to develop a Nonexceptional action EA, a number of planning and scoping activities are initiated by the
Sponsoring Entity as outlined in sections 3.7.4 and 3.7.5. The local EMO must be consulted during these activities.

b. Depending upon the nature of the action being proposed, the Sponsoring Entity/EMO may wish to consult with HQ/EMD
regarding the advisability and need to have other NASA organizations involved in the internal reviews before public release.
HQ/EMD should also be informed if there is the potential for substantial environmental controversy. Depending upon the
action and issues to be addressed, other organizations may have specific expertise or experience that would be valuable to
EA preparation, or other organizations may be affected by the outcome of the NEPA process. For example, the Public
Affairs Office at a Center can bring their in-depth knowledge of local issues and affairs to the EA preparation process,
providing valuable assistance in dealing with local agencies and organizations. Participation by other NASA organizations
should be evaluated early in the process, and appropriate arrangements should be made to ensure that the process flows
smoothly. 

c. After formulating the proposal, the local EMO will assist with the environmental evaluation of the proposal to determine if
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an EA or some other level of NEPA review would be more appropriate, define the purpose and need for the action, and
frame the language describing the proposed action. This effort would also include an alternatives analysis (see section
3.7.5) to determine reasonable alternatives (including No-Action) to be evaluated along with the proposed action. Be careful
to avoid segmentation of the action (see section 3.8). Determine other environmental review requirements that should be
integrated into the EA and if there is a need for a cooperating agency(s) (see section 3.6). A list of agencies, organizations,
and individuals potentially affected by or interested in the action that should be consulted, should be developed. Key
environmental issues to be addressed are identified and the needed analyses determined. 

d. The level of public involvement in the EA preparation process also needs to be determined, and if deemed necessary, a
plan developed. The Public Affairs Office at the Center can often provide valuable assistance in structuring the public
involvement process. CEQ regulations note that in preparing EA's, an agency should involve ". . . environmental agencies,
applicants, and the public, to the extent practicable. . . ." In addition, both CEQ regulations (40 CFR §1508.9) and NASA
NEPA regulations require a listing of ". . . agencies and persons consulted" to be included in every EA. Formal early direct
public involvement such as found in the EIS scoping process is typically not required for an EA. During the early stages of
EA preparation, consultation with agencies, organizations, and individuals normally suffices in lieu of broader advertised
public participation.

5.4.2 Preparing the EA 

5.4.2.1 The Sponsoring Entity is responsible for preparing all Nonexceptional action EA's (Figure 5-3). All internal reviews
during preparation will normally be conducted by the Sponsoring Entity and the local EMO (and cooperating agency(s) if
applicable). The process first focuses on preparing the EA. Only after a substantial portion of the data collection and
analyses has been completed and reviewed in an overall context is it possible to make a tentative evaluation of whether
issuing a FONSI or preparing an EIS would be the most appropriate course of action. Consequently, it is normally not
appropriate to begin preparing a FONSI until the EA preparation process preceding submission to HQ is substantially
complete. 

5.4.2.2 HQ/EMD (and other NASA organizations, as appropriate) will be provided the opportunity to review the EA (and
FONSI, if appropriate). This review will usually occur just before the version to be released to the public is completed. Five
copies of the EA and FONSI are to be provided to HQ/EMD for this review. HQ/EMD will normally provide guidance,
suggestions, or comments during the 30-day review period.

5.4.2.3 If no extension is requested and agreed upon and no comments are received from HQ/EMD by the end of the
30-day review period, none will be made (i.e., concurrence is presumed), and the Sponsoring Entity/EMO should proceed
with completing the appropriate documents and preparing for publication and the public comment period.

5.4.2.4 CEQ regulations (40 CFR §1501.4(e)(2)) require agencies to make a FONSI available for public review for a period
of 30 days before taking action if (a) the action is or is closely similar to one that normally requires an EIS or (b) the action
is without precedent. However, all NASA EA's and/or FONSI's should be made available for a 30-day comment period at the
point indicated in the path chosen (see Figure 5-3) except in extraordinary circumstances with the agreement of HQ/EMD.
At the outset of the public review and comment period, copies of the EA will be placed in local public libraries or similar
publicly accessible locations.

5.4.3 Preparing the Decision Document

5.4.3.1 The EA process leads to preparing one of two very distinct decision documents:

a. If the EA supports the conclusion that no significant impacts to the quality of the human environment will occur with
implementation of the proposed action, a FONSI should be prepared, or

b. If the EA supports the conclusion that significant impacts will occur, are likely to occur, or it is still unclear, then an EIS is
required, and an NOI is prepared (see chapter 6). The following discussion deals only with preparing a FONSI. NOI's,
addressed in chapter 6, formally initiate the EIS process.

Figure 5-4. Format and Content of a Finding of No Significant Impact

NATIONAL AERONAUTICS AND SPACE ADMINISTRATION 
NOTICE (Document number as appropriate to Sponsoring Center or
HQ) 
National Environmental Policy Act; name of project, activity, or
mission.

AGENCY: NASA and name of Strategic Enterprise, Center, or Program
Office Sponsoring the Proposed Action. (For a FONSI
appearing in the Federal Register, only National Aeronautics
and Space Administration should be specified.)

ACTION: Finding of no significant impact 

State that based upon the analyses and evaluations in the EA, it
NPR 8580.1 -- Chp5
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SUMMARY: State that based upon the analyses and evaluations in the EA, it
is concluded that an EIS is not required. Briefly describe the
proposal that NASA intends to implement.

DATE: Date FONSI is to be published and deadline for comments.

ADDRESS: Mailing address of Sponsoring Entity and point of contact for
comments. Give locations where the EA can be reviewed or
obtained.

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION CONTACT: Specific NASA
manager responsible
for the action or the
local EMO. State
telephone and
facsimile numbers
(optional).

SUPPLEMENTAL
INFORMATION:

Summarize the key elements of the analyses that
support the FONSI. Include specific mitigation
measures required to ensure no significant impact.
Briefly describe the nature and level of
environmental impacts and alternatives considered.

Signature Block and Title of responsible official

See Figure J-1 in Appendix J for an example of a NASA FONSI.

5.4.3.2 Format and Content of a FONSI

a. The general format and content requirements of a NASA FONSI are illustrated in Figure 5-4; Figure J-1 illustrates an
actual FONSI published in the Federal Register. The FONSI may summarize and incorporate the EA by reference, or if the
EA is concise, incorporate the entire EA as Supplementary Information. The FONSI, ideally, should be brief but complete
enough to enable an outside party to follow and understand the analyses and evaluations upon which it is based. (Whether
or not the EA is summarized in the FONSI, it must still be available upon request to interested parties.)

b. A FONSI is a public decision document and must be made available to the public.

c. Mitigation measures incorporated into the action and required to support the FONSI shall be addressed in the FONSI.
These measures become NASA commitments and shall be implemented in a timely manner.

5.4.3.3 Approvals, Publication, and Distribution

a. A FONSI must be published before taking action.

b. Draft FONSI's should not be signed. 

c. FONSI's for Nonexceptional actions are signed by the Center Director, the Associate Administrator for HQ Operations (in
the event of an HQ-sponsored action), or when designated, the Head of the Component Facility.

d. For Nonexceptional actions where the Jet Propulsion Laboratory has the delegated lead role for planning and
implementation, FONSI's are signed by the Associate Administrator for Space Science. The NASA Office of the General
Counsel must concur on the FONSI for a Nonexceptional action where (a) JPL would have the delegated lead role for
planning and implementation, and (b) a major part of the action would occur outside of the property historically managed by
JPL (e.g., space missions).

e. The FONSI or Draft FONSI (depending upon the path chosen) must be published at least one time for public review in a
widely distributed local/regional newspaper by the Sponsoring Entity/EMO. If published only once, it is recommended that
the most heavily read day of the week be chosen for publication and that publication occur in the legal notices, with
notification of publication occurring elsewhere in a widely read section of the newspaper, such as the community notices
section. Parallel with publication, the FONSI and supporting EA should be mailed by the Sponsoring Entity/local EMO
directly, to all agencies, organizations, and individuals consulted during EA preparation (the consultation list) and other
parties who have expressed an interest in the proposed action and its environmental impacts. Distribution to other
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parties who have expressed an interest in the proposed action and its environmental impacts. Distribution to other
interested parties is encouraged and should be considered by the Sponsoring Entity and local EMO. The EA (Draft or Final
depending upon the path chosen) must be made available to the public upon request. The 30-day public availability period
begins with the first notice published in the local/regional newspaper.

f. All comments received on the EA or FONSI must be reviewed and evaluated for relevance and for potential need to
revise the EA and FONSI. A written response to each comment must be prepared for the administrative record. If
comments raise issues impacting the decision that a FONSI is warranted, they must be fully evaluated to determine the
need to either revise the EA and/or FONSI or to publish a NOI (setting in motion EIS preparation). For issues raised that
are not relevant to environmental concerns, the administrative record need only make that statement. If comments suggest
unforeseen environmental impacts that would be associated with the proposed action, then additional mitigation measures
should be assessed as appropriate. If successful mitigation can be applied to avoid or reduce impact(s) to a non-significant
level, then the EA and FONSI can be revised appropriately to reflect the mitigation measures. Communication with the
commentor(s) raising issues may be appropriate. If mitigation cannot resolve the unforeseen significant impact(s), then an
EIS is required and a NOI must be published. If the FONSI is revised, the FONSI must be republished and the action can
then proceed.

g. The FONSI or revised FONSI must also be distributed by the Sponsoring Entity/EMO directly to all agencies and
individuals consulted, other interested parties as appropriate, and to all parties that provided comments during the 30-day
review period.

h. The following discussion assumes that the EA presents no information that individually or cumulatively indicates
significant impacts to the quality of the human environment. A FONSI could then be supported. If during the NEPA process
for a specific proposal, the Sponsoring Entity/EMO concludes that a FONSI cannot be supported by the EA, an EIS process
should be initiated as soon as practicable (see chapter 6 for details on this process).

(1) As illustrated by Path A in Figure 5-3, a preliminary Draft EA and preliminary Draft FONSI (a best working effort) are
prepared and five copies provided to HQ/EMD for 30-day review. After receiving HQ/EMD comments, if any, the
Sponsoring Entity prepares the Draft EA and Draft FONSI. This Draft EA and unsigned Draft FONSI are made available to
the public for a minimum 30-day review period. Based on the comments received during the public review period, the
Sponsoring Entity then completes the EA and FONSI. The Associate Administrator for HQ Operations (in the event of a
HQ-sponsored action), the Center Director, or when designated, the Head of Component Facility signs the FONSI and the
public is notified of the decision by way of a local newspaper notice. In the event of a JPL Nonexceptional EA, the Associate
Administrator for Space Science would sign the FONSI.

(2) Public review of the Draft FONSI and EA in Path A may result in comments that cause NASA to make substantive or
material changes in the text of the FONSI before issuing the revised FONSI. In such a case, the Sponsoring Entity should
republish the revised FONSI in an local newspaper of general circulation. When the public review results in a FONSI that is
not substantively or materially different from the Draft FONSI, the Sponsoring Entity may either: a) publish the completed
FONSI in a local newspaper of general circulation, or b) publish a notice in a local newspaper of general circulation stating
that the FONSI is the same or essentially the same as the Draft FONSI and indicate how an interested party can obtain a
copy of the completed /signed FONSI.

(3) Path B is very similar to Path A. The preliminary Draft EA and preliminary FONSI are prepared by the Sponsoring Entity,
and five copies are provided to HQ/EMD for a 30-day review. After receiving HQ/EMD comments, if any, the Draft EA is
completed by the Sponsoring Entity. The Sponsoring Entity makes the Draft EA available to the public for review. After
receiving comments on the Draft EA, the Sponsoring Entity revises the EA as necessary and prepares the FONSI. The
Associate Administrator for HQ Operations (in the event of a HQ-sponsored action), the Center Director, or when
designated, the Head of the Component Facility signs the FONSI and the FONSI is made public though local advertising. In
the event of a JPL Nonexceptional EA, the Associate Administrator for Space Science would sign the FONSI.

(4) Path C is somewhat more streamlined. Five copies of the preliminary EA and preliminary FONSI are provided to
HQ/EMD for a 30-day review. After receiving HQ/EMD comments, if any, the Sponsoring Entity completes the EA and
FONSI. The Associate Administrator for HQ Operations (in the event of a HQ-Sponsored action), the Center Director, or
when designated, the Head of the Component Facility signs the FONSI, and both EA and signed FONSI are made available
for the 30-day public review period. In the event of a JPL Nonexceptional EA, the Associate Administrator for Space
Science would sign the FONSI. Path C is the only path where the public is reviewing both the completed EA and signed
FONSI. Public comments are received and integrated as appropriate, and a revised FONSI, if necessary, is locally advertised.

i. The EMO, in consultation with the Sponsoring Entity, has the discretion to choose the path it deems most prudent for the
Center and the proposed action. It is not necessary that the same path be chosen for every EA process.

j. Regardless of the path taken, after the FONSI is signed, the Sponsoring Entity/EMO needs to provide five copies of the
completed EA and FONSI to HQ/EMD.

5.5 Exceptional Action EA's
5.5.1 Occasionally an action addressed by an EA may be exceptional. Exceptional actions are defined below and in CEQ
regulations at 40 CFR §1501.4(e)(2)(i) and (ii). Exceptional actions include, but are not limited to, the following:

a. An action that is closely similar to one that normally requires an EIS, but it is unclear that an EIS is required,

b. An action requiring an EA that is national in scope (i.e., multicentered with environmental impacts at two or more NASA
Centers, Component Facilities, or geographic locations, for example, the Earth Observing System program) or may be the
subject of national environmental controversy,

c. An action requiring an EA that is without precedent (e.g., a new type or class of action not previously undertaken), and

d. Mitigative FONSI's (i.e., EA's in which mitigation measures are incorporated to avoid substantial environmental impacts
or to reduce those impacts, individually and cumulatively, to a non-significant level). Without the mitigation measures, the
EA would be unable to support a mitigative FONSI.

5.5.2 For an action at a single site that is physically removed from the NASA Center or Component Facility, consultation is
required with HQ/EMD to determine if an exceptional action EA is required.
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5.5.3 Mitigative EA's

CEQ guidance provided in the Forty Most Asked Questions Concerning CEQ's National Environmental Policy Act
Regulations (Appendix G, Questions 39 and 40) addresses mitigative EA's. This guidance notes that it is acceptable to rely
on mitigation measures to support a FONSI, but ". . . only if they are imposed by statute or regulation, or submitted by an
applicant or agency as part of the original proposal." CEQ notes further that ". . . where the proposal itself so integrates
mitigation from the beginning that it is impossible to define the proposal without including the mitigation, the agency may
then rely on the mitigation measures . . ." to support a FONSI. CEQ recommends that mitigative EA's and associated
FONSI's be made available for a 30-day public review. 

5.5.4 HQ/EMD is directly involved in the formal concurrence of exceptional action EA's before public review.

5.5.5 Preparatory Steps

5.5.5.1 Figure 5-5 illustrates the process for an exceptional action EA. The preparation process for an exceptional action EA
contains no alternative paths. The process is more lengthy than that for local or Nonexceptional EA's, requiring HQ-level
concurrence review before public release of the EA/FONSI. The Sponsoring Entity/EMO must notify and obtain the
concurrence of HQ/EMD concerning the decision on whether or not to prepare an exceptional action EA. This consultation
will determine early in the process, the level of participation of HQ/EMD and other organizations (e.g., participation in
concurrence reviews and publication of FONSI's). In planning the EA, the considerations and evaluations that should be
factored into the process are similar to those discussed in sections 3.7.4, 3.7.7, and 5.4.

5.5.5.2 Of particular importance is considering the need for public participation. The Sponsoring Entity/local EMO, in
consultation with HQ/EMD, will determine the need for broader public participation when preparing an exceptional action
EA. For example, measures to be taken can include advertising the preparation of the EA; public meetings; requesting
comments on the proposed EA content; and discussing the issues to be addressed with other agencies, organizations, and
the public before preparing the EA (similar to scoping for an EIS, see section 6.4.4). During the early planning processing,
the Sponsoring Entity/EMO should develop a list of agencies, organizations, and individuals potentially interested in the
action. This list will serve as a mailing list (along with the list of agencies, organizations, and individuals directly consulted in
the EA preparation process) for direct distribution of the EA and FONSI during the public review stage.
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5.5.5.3 In addition to public participation, it is especially important that the organizations that will be involved in the
concurrence review be identified early in the process. This determination should be made in consultation with HQ/EMD.
After they have been identified, the organizations involved should be notified regarding the action, their role in concurrence,
and the time frame when the EA and FONSI are expected to be submitted for concurrence review.

5.5.6 Preparing the EA and FONSI

5.5.6.1 As with Nonexceptional EA's, the Sponsoring Entity/EMO is responsible for preparing the EA and the FONSI (or
NOI, as appropriate) (see Figure 5-4). Preparation includes data collection and analyses, internal reviews, and all activities
associated with producing the document.

5.5.6.2 The process first focuses on preparing the EA. Only after a substantial portion of the data collection and analyses
has been completed and reviewed in an overall context is it possible to make a tentative evaluation of whether issuing a
FONSI or preparing an EIS would be the more appropriate course of action. The following discussion assumes that the EA
presents no information that individually or cumulatively indicates significant impacts to the quality of the human
environment. A FONSI would then be supported. If during the NEPA process for a specific proposal, the Sponsoring
Entity/EMO conclude that a FONSI cannot be supported by the EA, an EIS process should be initiated as soon as
practicable (see chapter 6 for details on this process). Normally, it is not appropriate to begin preparing a FONSI until the
EA preparation process preceding submission to HQ is substantially complete.

5.5.6.3 When the Sponsoring Entity/EMO is satisfied that the EA and FONSI (if supported) are at a level where they could
potentially be made available to the public, they normally submit five copies of the proposed preliminary Draft documents to
HQ/EMD for a 30-day preconcurrence review. HQ/EMD may involve other NASA organizations, as appropriate, in this
preconcurrence review. The Office of the General Counsel will also participate. With completion of this review, the
Sponsoring Entity will receive the resulting written comments. All comments and recommendations (other than minor
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Sponsoring Entity will receive the resulting written comments. All comments and recommendations (other than minor
editorial ones) provided by HQ offices reviewing exceptional action EA's and associated FONSI's must be addressed by the
Sponsoring Entity. Resolution may be accomplished by (a) amending the EA or FONSI to satisfy the HQ concerns and
incorporating the recommendations, or (b) mutually agreeing with the HQ commenting office on an alternative approach to
address the concern.

5.5.6.4 The Sponsoring Entity/EMO, upon resolution of comments, then revises as appropriate and resubmits both the Draft
EA and Draft FONSI to HQ/EMD for concurrence review (see Figure 5-5). Sufficient copies should be provided to ensure
one copy for each reviewing organization identified earlier in the planning process or a quantity agreed upon with HQ/EMD.
A transmittal memorandum should also be provided that is addressed to each concurrence reviewer, noting the closing date
of the concurrence review period and name and phone number/location of the HQ/EMD point of contact. It is recommended
that the transmittal memorandum also serve as a concurrence sign-off sheet to be signed by the reviewing organization.

5.5.6.5 Upon completing the concurrence review, HQ/EMD will collect all comments and provide them to the Sponsoring
Entity/EMO for disposition and response. Responses to all comments should be developed and reviewed internally, and the
comments of each commenting organization must be resolved. The EA and/or FONSI must be revised, as appropriate, by
the Sponsoring Entity/EMO and becomes the Draft EA and Draft FONSI ready for publication (see Figure 5-5). 

5.5.6.6 The Draft EA and Draft (unsigned) FONSI are then made available to the public for 30 days (see Figure 5-5).
HQ/EMD will arrange for publication of the FONSI in the Federal Register, while the Sponsoring Entity/EMO will publish the
document in widely read local newspaper(s) as agreed upon with HQ/EMD. The Sponsoring Entity/EMO will distribute the
Draft EA and Draft FONSI directly to the list of agencies and individuals consulted and to the list of interested parties
developed during the planning process. Copies will also be provided expeditiously to others requesting copies during the
review period. Copies of both documents will also be provided to HQ/EMD and to reading rooms at all NASA Centers,
where they will be made available to the public during the review period.

5.5.6.7 Upon completion of the 30-day public review period, all comments received will be collected, evaluated, and
responded to in writing for the administrative record by the Sponsoring Entity/EMO. (Comments that are out of scope and
have no bearing on environmental issues need only be acknowledged.) The Sponsoring Entity/EMO will revise the EA
and/or FONSI accordingly and produce the preliminary EA and preliminary FONSI (if still appropriate).

5.5.6.8 The preliminary EA and preliminary FONSI are then transmitted to HQ/EMD, along with the comments and
responses from the administrative record (see Figure 5-5). HQ/EMD will coordinate review of the documents by the
appropriate HQ offices. Then HQ/EMD will consolidate and transmit the comments to the Sponsoring Entity for resolution as
noted earlier at the preliminary Draft documents stage. With resolution of the HQ Offices' comments, HQ/EMD will provide
written concurrence to the Sponsoring Entity for placement in the project files.

5.5.6.9 The Sponsoring Entity/EMO will then complete the EA and the FONSI for signature by the Associate Administrator
for the sponsoring Strategic Enterprise, with concurrence of the Associate Administrator for HQ Operations (in the event of
a HQ-s , ponsored action), Center Director or Head of the Component Facility, or designee, as appropriate.

5.5.6.10 After the FONSI is signed, five copies of the EA and FONSI should be forwarded to HQ/EMD. HQ/EMD will then
transmit the signed FONSI to the appropriate HQ office to arrange for publication in the Federal Register. In parallel, the
Sponsoring Entity/EMO will arrange for publishing the FONSI in the same newspaper(s) that published the Draft FONSI and
distribute the FONSI directly to the list of agencies and individuals consulted, the list of interested parties, and all commentors.

5.5.6.11 The chosen action can then proceed. All mitigation measures agreed to in the EA and signed FONSI shall be
implemented in a timely manner.

5.6 Summary of Roles and Responsibilities for EA's
Table 5-1 summarizes the typical roles and responsibilities for the EA process (i.e., documenting the environmental
evaluation checklist through completion of the FONSI).

5.7 Mitigation and Monitoring
5.7.1 The EA process does not end with the decision to take action. Mitigation measures committed to in the EA and FONSI
shall be implemented in a timely manner, and the action shall be monitored as appropriate to detect changes in mitigation
measures that may be needed, detect other changes, such as significant new information that may require reevaluation of
components of the action or even further NEPA documentation, and ensure that mitigation commitments have been carried
out. In addition--

a. Mitigation and monitoring are the responsibility of the Sponsoring Entity.

b. HQ/EMD may request periodic monitoring reports and should be notified promptly in the event additional mitigation must
be implemented or significant new information relevant to environmental concerns becomes available.

c. If mitigation measures committed to cannot or will not be implemented, the HQ/EMD shall be notified promptly. HQ/EMD
will consult with the Sponsoring Entity and other NASA organizations, as appropriate, to review the situation and determine
the need for a follow-up plan.

5.7.2 Monitoring serves several functions:

a. Determines the success of mitigation measures,

b. Ensures adherence to mitigation measures committed to in the EA and FONSI,

c. Determines if environmental effects of the action differ from those described in the EA, and

d. Determines if new information is available about environmental issues associated with the action.

5.7.3 Based on monitoring results, additional mitigation measures or additional NEPA analysis may be needed.

Table 5-1. Typical Roles and Responsibilities for the Environmental Assessment Process1
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Function 
Sponsoring

Entity 
Local
EMO 

HQ/
EMD 

Center 
Director AAMS2

Other
AA3

Strategic
Enterprise

AA 

Environmental
Evaluation/Checklist

Prepare x x 

Review/Concur x x 

EA
(Draft/Completed)

Prepare x x 

Review x x x x4,5 

Concur x x x4 x x4 x4,5 x4,5 

Publish x x x4 

FONSI
(Draft/Signed)

Prepare x x 

Review x x x4,5 

Concur x x x4 x4 x4 x4,5 

Signature x6 x4,5 

Publish x x4 

1 More than one x in a row indicates a collaborative effort between specified parties.
2 AAMS = Associate Administrator for Management Systems.
3 Other Associate Administrators (e.g., Office of Safety and Mission Assurance, Office of the General Counsel).
4 Exceptional action EA only.
5 See section 5.4.3 for special procedures covering Nonexceptional EA's involving JPL.
6 Nonexceptional action EA only.
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